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tunately, as we saw above,1 it had been so constituted in 1871
that its dominant tradition became that of the old poor law
board—a tradition of cramping the local authorities and pre-
venting things from being done. When Burns went there, the
officials at its head included some able men deeply imbued with
this spirit; and the ex-demagogue,2 sincere and upright, but
without administrative experience and lacking either the educa-
tion or the kind of ability that might have saved him, fell at once
under their control. The result was that for nine years, during
which the home office, the board of trade, and the board of
education were all helping the nation to go forward, the local
government board, though it had the greatest opportunities of
all, remained for the most part anti-progressive.
What was most unpopular was its handling of the Poor Law.
The conservative government just before leaving office in 1905
had appointed to report on this a strong royal commission under
Lord George Hamilton, naturally with a conservative majority.
In 1909 it produced two justly famous reports—Majority and
Minority. The Minority Report was naturally that with which
most of the government's followers sympathized. But even the
Majority Report was far too progressive for the minister at the
head of the local government board. The Minority wanted
the Poor Law 'abolished5 and its work redistributed; and the
Majority, agreeing that the ideas and machinery of 1834 had
grown thoroughly out of date, urged an only less complete trans-
formation. Majority and Minority alike thought that the ad hoc
elected guardians should go; that the principle of concentrating
on the main local governing authorities, adopted for education
in 1902, should be adopted in this case also; that services should
be specialized under expert officials, not generalized under
epoor law officers9; and that 'poor relief' in the old sense was an
obsolete conception. These views had the sanction of Lord
George Hamilton, a conservative ex-minister; and if any other
member of the liberal government had held Burns's position,
great and needed reforms would have become law. Burns
single-handed fended them off, until early in 1914 he was at
last sent to another post. But before his successor could do more,
the war came, and then the long post-war tangle; and it was
1 p. 126.
* SA demagogue in the ancient and honourable sense of the word*, as Bernard
Shaw once called him.

